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The New Visitor Center at Shofuso: Expanding Site Interpretation
Through New Construction
Abstract
The design and master plan of the new Shofuso Visitor Center address the topic of new construction in
historic settings beyond the existing academic focus on contextualism and style. Considering the low rate of
visitation and organizational growth that has put many house museums in a vulnerable state, I believe scholars
should extend their judgment pass physical attributes and also assess how new constructions can reinforce the
vitality of these sites. By letting both management concerns and place values guide the design, the new
building will make the site more meaningful as well as ensure sustainable expansion.
Based on the value-based conservation model, the best way to create a successful historic site is to enhance the
interpretation of its core values and mission in a way that is relevant to the present day audience and
stakeholders. While Shofuso is valued for its authentic Japanese house and garden experience, there are two
gaps in the current interpretation of Shofuso. The first is its role in the development of modern western
architecture as a major exhibit at the MoMA. The new visitor center design can bridge this gap by exhibiting
Shofuso’s relevance to modernism, emphasizing on the four major characteristics that inspired Modernism:
flexible room arrangements, strong indoor and outdoor connection, ornamental structural system, and
skeleton frame construction. This way, visitors can perceive how the Japanese house has influenced modern
buildings around them. The second is the narrative of the Japanese house as a legacy of the 1976 Centennial
Exposition, which gets addressed through the reestablishment of an old road as a gateway and the proposal for
a temporary pavilion installation.
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This thesis grew out of a summer internship at Shofuso after my first year in the Historic 
Preservation graduate program. Having learned about their ambitious 5-year plan to erect a 
visitor center and office building on the property, I was prompted to investigate the current 
practice of new development in historic settings and use my background in architectural design 
and preservation to formalize an original design. 
Professor David Young introduced me to this site in the Historic Site Management class 
and introduced me to the right people that made the internship possible. Shofuso’s Executive 
Director, Kimberly Andrews, has been generous in sharing documents and her vision for the 
visitor center. It was also a joy to work for her over the summer along with other friendly staff.  
Thank you Frank Vagnone, Executive Director of the New York City Historic House Trust, 
and Sean Kelley, Eastern State Penitentiary’s Senior Vice President and Director of Public 
Programming, for sharing your thoughts over the interview. Thank you Laura Werther, Associate 
Principal of GWWO, Inc./ Architects, for sharing information regarding the Ford Orientation 
Center and Donald W. Reynolds Museum and Education Center at Mount Vernon.  
To my professors at Penn, thank you for introducing me to the positive impact of 
preservation and giving me a sense of conviction for my career choice. And thank you to my 
thesis advisor, Suzanna Barucco, for guiding me through it all, even before the start of this 
school year.  
Parima Sukosi, 2014 





















IdenƟ fying the Problem
Shofuso’s Five Year Master Plan
Guiding Concepts and Methodologies
The Main QuesƟ ons








The History of Shofuso
The Architecture








New ConstrucƟ on in Historic Seƫ  ngs





Darwin D. MarƟ n House Visitor Center 
Ford OrientaƟ on Center and Donald W. Reynolds Museum 







Proposal for a Temporary Installa? on Program at Shofuso 
Feasibility Study
Program Development























Figure 1.1  An integrated design model 
Figure 1.2  Three interrelated quesƟ ons
Figure 1.3  RelaƟ onship diagram of the issues
Figure 2.1  The Japanese House exhibiƟ on at the Museum of Modern Art 
Figure 2.2  Postcard image of the Japanese Dwelling
Figure 2.3  Postcard of the Japanese Pagoda
Figure 2.4  Centennial ExposiƟ on map
Figure 2.5  Current View of Shofuso Japanese House and Garden
Figure 2.6  Map of Shofuso in a .5 mile radius context
Figure 2.7  Aerial view of Shofuso
Figure 3.1  Carré d’Art and Maison Carrée
Figure 3.2  Marcel Breuer’s 1968 tower proposal at Grand Central Terminal
Figure 4.1  Aerial views of the Darwin MarƟ n House complex
Figure 4.2  Floor plan of the MarƟ n House Visitor Center
Figure 4.3  Interior view of the MarƟ n House Visitor Center
Figure 4.4  Exterior view of the MarƟ n House Visitor Center
Figure 4.5  AnƟ thesis between transparent and solid materials
Figure 4.6  Area designated for new programs at Mount Vernon
Figure 4.7  Historical sequence of procession at Mount Vernon
Figure 4.8  Sequence of procession throughout the Ford OrientaƟ on Center
Figure 4.9  The Ford OrientaƟ on Center entrance
Figure 4.10 Sequence of procession designed to build anƟ cipaƟ on 
Figure 5.1  The Vasarely Pavilion
Figure 5.2  Designated site for Shofuso Pavilion
Figure 6.1  Designated site for Shofuso Visitor Center
Figure 6.2  GIS soiltype map
Figure 6.3  Concept model
Figure 6.4  Concept model
Figure 6.5  Concept model
Figure 6.6   Concept model
Figure 6.7   Outdoor Japanese stone garden and lawn
Figure 6.8   Indoor event space


































          
                 
vi
TABLES
Table 5.1 Landmarks Contemporary Projects visitaƟ on record
Table 5.2 SerpenƟ ne Pavilion visitaƟ on record
DRAWINGS: Shofuso Visitor Center
Drawing 1 Site Plan
Drawing 2 Floor Plan
Drawing 3 South ElevaƟ on
Drawing 4 East ElevaƟ on









Figure 6.10  Archival library
Figure 6.11  Path of sunlight
Figure 6.12  View of Shofuso at arrival
Figure 6.13  SequenƟ al view of passageway
Figure 6.14  SequenƟ al view of passageway







































































































































































































































































































































































































Figure 2.7. Aerial view of Shofuso. (Google Earth)




















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Exhibition period: July 20 ‐ October19             
Year  Architect  Daily#  Total#  TotalSite#  PercentageTotal
2006  Koolhaas and Balmond with Arup  2,800 265,996 ‐  ‐ 
2007  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐ 
2008  Frank Gehry   2,665 245,159 ‐  ‐ 
2009  SANAA  3,099 303,741 734,353  41.4% 
2010  Jean Nouvel   2,979 294,910 736,072  40.1% 
2011  Peter Zumthor  1,493 161,292 825,837  19.5% 
2012 
Herzog & de Meuron and Ai 



































































































              The most eﬀ ecƟ ve way Shofuso can thrive with the opening of a new visitor center is 
through sustainable growth planning. Chapter 5: Proposal for a Temporary InstallaƟ on Program 
at Shofuso addresses this concern with the proposal for Shofuso Pavilion, an annual program 
aimed at increasing aƩ endance and expanding the audience to include those interested in mod-
ern architecture. This chapter also intends to address sustainable growth, but through a more 
permanent strategy with the new Shofuso Visitor Center.     
              Because the project will operate as part of a historic house museum, the new visitor 
center seeks to become an eﬀ ecƟ ve contribuƟ ng member by engaging in a dialogue with the 
exisƟ ng house and landscape. By drawing on architectural aﬃ  niƟ es with the Japanese House for 
the new design, the result is a Ɵ meless dialogue between the new and old that is independent 
from the evolving style and trends in architecture. This ‘architectural aﬃ  nity’ is not formed by 
visual associaƟ on, such as imitaƟ ng the proporƟ on or use of material, but instead aƩ empts to 
translate the Japanese House’s relevance to modern architecture. Arthur Drexler, former cura-
tor at the Museum of Modern Art in New York who brought Shofuso from Japan to be displayed 
in the Museum’s courtyard in 1955, saw four main characterisƟ cs in Japanese architecture that 
directly infl uenced Western noƟ ons of Modernism:
       1. Post and lintel skeleton frame construcƟ on, 
       2. Flexible room arrangements,
       3. Close relaƟ on of indoor and outdoor areas,
       4. And the ornamental quality of the structural system itself (MoMA, 1956).
              Similar to the idea behind the Shofuso Pavilion temporary installaƟ on, these four points 
were chosen as the main design concept in order to expand the interpretaƟ on of Shofuso to 
cover the narraƟ ve of its concepƟ on as a ‘modern architecture exhibit,’ and thereby expand the 
audience to include modern Japanese architecture enthusiasts. 
Design Process
Site Selec? on
              Before diving into the actual design of the building, the fi rst step dealt with pracƟ cal is-
sues of where to place the building. The locaƟ on of the new Shofuso Visitor Center was chosen 
based on the following criteria:
       1. Previously unoccupied by any Centennial structures
       2. Leveled foundaƟ on surface
       3. Suitable soil-type for urban development
       4. Visible from the new entry road          
       5. Visitor center to be hidden from the sight line of the Japanese House veranda
       6. The interior must capture scenic views of the Shofuso landscape
              Through simple observaƟ on of the map of Shofuso in the context of Fairmount Park, it 
was concluded that the best locaƟ on within the open area south of the main site (Figure 6.1), 
because there is plenty of square footage to support the building as well as parking spaces, and 
it is visible from the new entry on the Avenue of the Republic. ArcGIS, a geographic informaƟ on 
system soŌ ware, was also used to determine the most suitable locaƟ on. ArcGIS found that the 
south lawn area consist of an UdB, or Udorthents, soil type that is suitable for urban develop-
ment in a large fl at surface area (Figure 6.2). 
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Figure 6.2. GIS soiltype map. 





              The design process began by translaƟ ng MoMA’s ‘four relevant points’ into a three-
dimensional space. The result is a concept model (Figure 6.3-6.6) that reinterprets post and lintel 
skeleton frame construcƟ on by replacing verƟ cal columns with reinforced concrete walls as the 
main support. The four concrete walls parƟ Ɵ ons the fl oor plan into three linear secƟ ons that al-
lows for fl exible room arrangements within each area. The model demonstrates the third point, 
the importance of the close relaƟ on of indoor and outdoor areas, by giving two sides of the 
building total transparency, with the use of glass panels, that will bring in the view of nature into 
the interior. The enƟ re volume was designed to appear to hover above a refl ecƟ ng pool, thereby 
allowing inhabitants to look out into a calming view of the surrounding water and plants. The 
forth and last point, which is the ornamental quality of the structural system of tradiƟ onal Japa-
nese architecture, is captured in the sculptural form of the interlocking beams that support the 
roof. The roof assembly reinterprets a tradiƟ onal construcƟ on techniques in Japan and China, 
known as the bracket system, in which the wooden beams are stacked to extend the canƟ le-
vered edges of the roof. 
Figure 6.3. Concept model.
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Figure 6.4–6.6. Concept model for the Shofuso Visitor Center  exhibiƟ ng ‘the four points’ of architectural 
infl uence tradiƟ onal Japanese Architecture had on the development of Modernism in the West.
Floor Plan
              A fl oor plan was generated by modifying the concept model to accommodate Shofuso’s 
program requirements. The one story visitor center contains about 6000 square feet of program-
maƟ c space. The rectangular fl oor plan measures 150 feet long and 40 feet wide, which can be 
divided into thirty-six 15x10 feet grids. The fl oor to ceiling height is 14 feet. 
              ProgrammaƟ c spaces are divided into three types of funcƟ on: private, common, and 
public. As seen in the Floor Plan (Drawing 2), private funcƟ ons, which include work staƟ ons, a 
meeƟ ng area, director’s oﬃ  ce, lounge area, and archival library, are located on the west side of 
the building. Private and public funcƟ ons are kept in separate rooms to protect administraƟ ve 
tools, such as computers, from geƫ  ng stolen, and also to maintain an orderly working environ-
ment where staﬀ  do not have to worry about intruders.  The public porƟ on holds the main event 
space, a recepƟ on area and giŌ shop, storage room, kitchen, and lobby/waiƟ ng area.  The indoor 
main event space opens out onto a stone garden and lawn area that can hold large outdoor 
events (Figure 6.7).  In the middle, between the private and public areas, lies a common passage-
way that behaves as the main artery of the building, where all circulaƟ on paths intersect. The 
passageway is also where the Ɵ cket window and restrooms are located. 
              The Site Plan (Drawing 1) shows the rectangular layout of the visitor center and outdoor 
stone garden oriented towards the historic core of the site. The purpose of this orientaƟ on was 
to maximize the view of Shofuso for the people aƩ ending events both inside and outside the 
visitor center. People choose to hold events at Shofuso mainly to enjoy the scenic landscape and 
maximizing views would increase the appeal of these rentable spaces (Figure 6.8). While the 
historic core is visible from the visitor center because it is siƫ  ng on a higher elevaƟ on, the new 
structures are blocked from the view of the Japanese House veranda by tall trees (Figure 6.9). 
              In addiƟ on to creaƟ ng a design that complements and engages the site, another impor-
tant component is the project’s contribuƟ on towards the sustainability of the organizaƟ on. In 
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the case study of the MarƟ n House Visitor Center, we see that the building’s high-performance 
design and engineering helps its organizaƟ on by keeping operaƟ onal costs low. The Shofuso Visitor 
Center aimed to save energy and resources with two main architectural features. The fi rst is the 
2-feet deep refl ecƟ ng pool below the structure that would collect ‘dark water’ to be reused for 
plumbing. The other feature is the 14 feet tall glass walls on the north and south elevaƟ ons of 
the building (Drawing 3), which would supply the interior with natural lighƟ ng throughout the day, 


















Figure 6.7. The event room inside the visitor center opens out onto a Japanese stone garden and lawn area designated 
for outdoor events. 
Figure 6.8. Indoor event space.
66
Figure 6.9. The new visitor center is hidden from the view of the Japanese House 
veranda in order to preserve the tradiƟ onal character of the landscape.
Figure 6.10. The archival library would be bathed in sunlight most of the dayƟ me.
Figure 6.11. Path of sunlight at 10 AM the event room. 
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Sequence of Approach
           The architecture of the visitor center respects and enhances the Japanese House by mak-
ing it the focal point of the enƟ re master plan. The sequence of procession towards the house is 
designed to reinforce this noƟ on. When visitors fi rst arrive, they are presented with a view of all 
the three aƩ racƟ ons at the site, with a clear view of the Shofuso Pavilion (shown as the Vasarely 
Pavilion, by Shigeru Ban, in Figure 6.12 below) in the foreground and a glimpse of the Japanese 
House’s roof in the background. As visitors approach the new Shofuso Visitor Center, the building 
accentuates the perspecƟ ve of the house by acƟ ng as a passageway that frames a parƟ al view of 
it, like a painƟ ng as you walk through (Figure 6.11-6.13).  
              The building is unimposing. It does not behave as a desƟ naƟ on, but as a portal to Medi-
eval Japan. Visitors are not mandated to go inside the building since the Ɵ cket window and re-
strooms are located in the open passageway. The building’s unimposing nature is not a negaƟ ve 
indicaƟ on towards a lack of confi dence, but rather speaks to its desire to complement the exist-
ing environment. Japanese architect Kengo Kuma describes this desire as integral to the making 
of architecture in Japan: “Japanese Architecture has tradiƟ onally emphasized the harmonious 
relaƟ onship with the place it sits on more that the monumentality of the architecture itself. In 
Japan, the design philosophy leaned towards an ‘unasserƟ ve architecture,’ which did not empha-
size its own presence, but rather established relaƟ onships with the complex ground forms and 
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